Integrating Employment Contracts and Comparisons: What One Can Teach Us about the Other by O\u27Neill, Bonnie S. et al.
Marquette University
e-Publications@Marquette
Management Faculty Research and Publications Business Administration, College of
7-1-2007
Integrating Employment Contracts and
Comparisons: What One Can Teach Us about the
Other
Bonnie S. O'Neill
Marquette University, bonnie.oneill@marquette.edu
Jonathon R. B. Halbesleben
University of Wisconsin - Eau Claire
John C. Edwards
East Carolina University
Published version. Journal of Managerial Issues, Vol. 19, No. 2 (Summer 2007): 161-185. Publisher
Link. © 2007 Pittsburg State University. Used with permission.
JOURNAL OF M·\NAGERL\L ISSUES 
Vol. Xi.\ Number 2 Summer 2007: 161-185 
Integrating Employment Contracts and Compru.isons: 
What One Can Teach Us About the Other 
Bonnie S. O'Neill 
Assistant Professor of j'vlanagement 
Marquette University 
Jonathon R. B. Halbesleben 
Assistant Professor 
University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire 
John C. Edwards* 
East Camlina University 
Psychological contract (PC) theory and Briner, 2002; Lo and Aryee, 2003; 
has been the topic of considerable Morrison and Robinson, 1997; Rob-
conceptual and empirical research inson, 1996; Robinson and Morrison, 
for over two decades. Some research- 2000; Turnley and Feldman, 1999; 
ers, however, have questioned its Turnley et al., 2003). In this study, we 
value-added contribution over social examine the cognitive processes that 
exchange theory (Anderson and lead to PC evaluations and behavioral 
Schalk, 1998; Guest, 1998). Social outcomes. 
exchange theory relates more to be- We examine a variety of work-re-
havioral aspects of the employment lated activities thought to trigger the 
exchange (Coyle-Shapiro, 2002), information-gathering schemas for 
while PC theory involves cognitive as- evaluating individuals' PCs (Rous-
pects (i.e., detennining whether a seau, 1995). Using Goodman's three 
contract has been breached or ful- categories of social comparisons 
filled) (Rousseau, 1989). Despite this (1974), we examine how individuals 
cognitive component, studies to date make sense of workplace events. Spe-
have focused primarily on the out- cifically, we link theory underlying 
comes (i.e., behaviors) associated system-referents to describe the pro-
with contract breach (e.g., Conway cess of PC evaluation. We also argue 
*This article is dedicated to our dear friend, Dr. John C. Edwards, who passed away unexpectedly in 
June 2002. His contributions to the original manuscript are gratefully acknowledged. 
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that social con1parisons involving 
oneself and others enable individuals 
to contextualize situations (Elsbach et 
al., 2005) to make sense of informa-
tion in the workplace. We argue that 
such comparisons mediate workplace 
events and PC evaluation. 
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACTS 
AND SYSTEM-REFERENTS 
Psychological con tract research has 
examined employee beliefs about 
employer obligations (Robinson and 
Rousseau, 1994). Social cues help de-
tennine the degree of fulfillment be-
tween one's beliefs and what is pro-
vided by the employer (Rousseau, 
1995; Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). 
The negative impact resulting from 
perceived discrepancies on employee 
attitudes and behavior has been well 
documented, and includes changes 
in organizational citizenship behav-
ior (Coyle-Shapiro, 2002), reductions 
in trust, satisfaction and intentions. to 
remain, and greater turnover (Rob-
inson and Rousseau, 199'1). Social 
compmison theory describes a similar 
phenomenon with system-referent 
comparisons. Here, employees cog-
nitively evaluate what was previously 
promised to them relative to what ac-
tually occurred (Goodman, 1977). 
When discrepancies exist, cognitive 
dissonance results (Festinger, 1957) 
and determinations of unfairness can 
result in negative outcomes, includ-
ing deviance (Kickul, 2001), lower 
satisfaction and commitment, and in-
creased turnover (Simons and Rob-
erson, 2003). 
A theoretical link can be drawn be-
tween PC outcomes and the compar-
ative evaluations inherent in system-
referent comparisons that may help 
explain the cognitive processes pre-
ceding breach perceptions (Rous-
seau, 1995). When faced with uncer-
tainty, individuals seek comparative 
information (Festinger, 1954; Good-
man, 1977) and begin to scan the en-
'~ronment for clues as to what is hap-
pening (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). 
Although a PC may exist between the 
individual and the organization, 
something must prompt the individ-
ual to compare perceived promises to 
perceived fulfillment in order to eval-
uate the PC. Until a comparison is 
made, fulfillment (or breach) deter-
minations have not taken place and 
may theoretically never be made 
(O'Neill and Mone, 2005). Rousseau 
(1995) argues, however, that contract 
violations are commonplace and fre-
quent, which suggests that contract 
evaluations are also frequently made. 
VVhat remains unclear) however) are 
the cognitive processes underlying 
PC evaluation and the events that 
may trigger such processes. In the 
next section, we integrate sensemak-
ing theory with social comparison 
theory to better understand and ex-
plain PC evaluation. 
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT 
EVALUATION ANTECEDENTS 
Most individuals are not likely to 
wake up in the morning thinking 
about their employment relationship. 
In fact, "people often see what they 
expect to see, gather information 
only when they think they need it, 
and ignore a lot" (Rousseau, 1995: 
31). Although prior theoretical re-
search has attempted to examine an-
tecedent processes thought to be re-
quired for interpreting one's PC 
(e.g., perceptions of salience, vigi-
lance, uncertainty), this work has 
been too unwieldy for empirical test-
ing and contained numerous cogni-
tive processes which were difficult to 
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tease apart (for a discussion, see Mor-
rison and Robinson, 1997). Beyond 
this work, specific triggers have not 
been identified in any studies to elate. 
However, we argue that a variety of 
common HR activities convey com-
mitments and inducements to indi-
viduals on behalf of the organization, 
and provide an excellent starting 
point for identifying triggers. They 
may include job descriptions, proce-
dural changes, performance reviews, 
recruiting decisions, compensation 
decisions, training, personnel manu-
als and benefits (cf., Kulik and Am-
brose, 1992; Rousseau, 1995). Social 
comparison research also discusses 
how organizational roles are used in 
judgments of fairness (Goodman, 
1974, 1977), which yields another po-
tential trigger. Finally, Louis and Sut-
ton's work on sensemaking describes 
situations that provoke an individ-
ual's switch from an automatic mode 
(i.e., noticing) to a more conscious 
cognitive processing mode (1991: 
55). They identified events involving 
the individual that were likely to trig-
ger this switch, such as performance 
reviews, career planning and assess-
ment, role shifts that encompass pro-
motions or transfers to a new job, job 
loss, or new employees entering the 
organization. At the organizational 
level, other more indirect processes 
were thought to be influential, in-
cluding human resource planning 
and organizational assessment. From 
this body of work, we begin to identify 
a variety of events that may trigger PC 
evaluation. 
Triggers and Social Comparison 
Processes 
Rousseau suggests that, "all sorts of 
commitments are . . . being made 
all the time in organizations" (1995: 
85). However, in order to evaluate 
the commitments made to employ-
ees, events must be noticed. Until an 
event is noticed, sensemaking and 
evaluation cannot occur (Starbuck 
and Milliken, 1988), and we argue, 
PC evaluation cannot occur. Louis 
and Sutton suggest that individuals 
rely on "habits of mind" in which we 
engage in much of our behavior with-
out paying attention to it (1991: 55). 
They also argue that a trigger is 
needed for individuals to switch gears 
from an automatic mode into cogni-
tively attending to the situation and 
begin sensemaking. Sensemaking, 
then, is linked to PC evaluation in 
that "it highlights the invention that 
precedes interpretation" (Weick, 
1995: 14). 
Sensemaking has been distin-
guished from simply noticing some-
thing in that "noticing refers to the 
activities of filtering, classifying, and 
comparing, whereas sensemaking re-
fers more to interpretation and the 
activity of determining what the no-
ticed cues mean" (Weick, 1995: 51). 
Although noucmg increases our 
awareness of something as potentially 
relevant to us, sensemaking "is about 
the enlargement of small cues" that 
are originally noticed, and involves a 
search for "contexts within which 
small details fit together and make 
sense" (Weick, 1995: 133). We be-
lieve that social comparisons provide 
such a context for making sense of 
employees' PCs, and we examine the 
relationships between triggers, social 
comparisons and PC evaluation to 
better understand these processes. 
Self-referent Comparisons 
To move beyond simply notlcmg 
an event to actively making sense of 
it and determining its salience to one-
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self, aclcliLioual cogniLiYe processing is 
necessan·. \,Ve argue that social con1-
parisons: and in particular. self-ref~r­
ent con1parisons, assist tndivicluals 111 
n1aking sense of workplace events 
that specifically involve oneself. Self-
referent comparisons involve com-
parisons made with oneself and in-
clude comparisons involving one's 
own past, the present situation and/ 
or some ideal situation (Kulik and 
Ambrose, 1992). For example, indi-
'~duals might compare job duties 
from a prior position with current job 
duties to help make sense of their 
current obligations (a self-past com-
parison). Individuals might also com-
pare current job accomplishments 
with established performance goals 
(a self-present comparison). And, 
what employee has never made a 
comparison between his/her current 
job situation and some ideal job (a 
self-future compalison)? In each 
case, some event tliggers individuals 
to consciously think about what. is 
happening, and self-referent compar-
isons help us make sense of the situ-
ations. We are not suggesting that in-
dividuals never consider their 
employment relationship without en-
gaging in social compalisons. How-
ever, in the absence of some seren-
dipitous act (e.g., an unexpected 
salary increase that one dares not 
question), social comparisons pro-
vide an important sensemaking 
mechanism for PC evaluation 
(O'Neill and Mone, 2005). We are 
also not suggesting that tligger events 
like those desclibed above never lead 
to referent-other compalisons. In-
deed, the uncertainty that individuals 
face may be so overwhelming that it 
exceeds the limits of one's own sen-
semaking abilities. However, as the 
most promixal referents available to 
individuals, self-referents are the 
most relevant and useful (Goodman, 
1974; Kulik and Ambrose, 1992), es-
pecially in situations involving pri-
marily oneself. From this, we offer the 
following hypothesis. 
HyjJothesis 1 a: Tn"ggers involving 0/ll.!self are jJOS· 
itively associated with sdfnferent comjJariso/1. 
Morrison and Robinson ( 1997) 
suggest that the frequency of PC 
breach is influenced by how closely 
employees monitor the.ir employ-
ment agreements. Monitoring, in and 
of itself, does not discriminate be-
tween the various social cues that in-
dividuals gather; it relies primarily on 
individuals making sense of what is 
observed (Miller and Jablin, 1991). 
Engaging in a self-referent compari-
son provides the unique opportunity 
to switch from an automatic process-
ing mode into cognitively attending 
to something important (Louis and 
Sutton, 1991) -in this case, evalu-
ating one's PC. As a result, self-refer-
ent comparisons are likely to result in 
increased PC evaluation. We are not 
suggesting that one must select a self-
referent before engaging in PC eval-
uation, but rather, that as more self-
referent comparisons occur, PC 
evaluations also increase. 
Hypothesis 1 b: Selfreferent comparison is posi~ 
lively associated with PC evaluation. 
Other-referent Comparisons 
Recent research has suggested that 
peers can be an important source of 
information for fairness determina-
tions (Lamertz, 2002). Such compar-
isons are considered other-referent 
comparisons in that they involve com-
palisons between oneself and some 
other individual. Common work-re-
lated interactions that may trigger se-
lection of an other-referent include 
attending professional meetings, at-
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tending training sessions in which in-
cli,icluals have a chance to network 
with others, observing the promotion 
of a co-worker, conversations \vith in-
dividuals at other firms, or learning 
about someone else recei,~ng organ-
izational rewards. The difference be-
tween triggers involving oneself and 
these triggers is that there is likely to 
be much greater uncertainty sur-
rounding these situations due to the 
involvement of other indi~duals. Al-
though self-referents involve the most 
proximal-and most useful-source 
for comparisons (Goodman, 1974), 
this type of information may be in-
sufficient in situations that include 
other individuals. For example, an 
employee may have some general in-
terest in attending a training session 
for a new software product, but may 
not see the specific advantage of this 
software for his/her own job as it is 
currently performed. However, at-
tending the training session and ob-
semng how other employees find 
ways to use the software to enhance 
their job performance may trigger 
the employee to consider how his/ 
her job tasks might be changed. 
Here, attending the training session 
triggered comparisons with an other-
referent. This comparison could re-
sult in subsequent PC evaluation of 
job changes by using the new soft-
ware. 
With the example above we are not 
suggesting that the employee would 
never invoke a self-referent compari-
son in situations that involve other in-
di~duals. However, Gilbert, Giesler 
and Morris ( 1995) suggest that be-
cause indi~duals have control over 
their thoughts and beliefs, we often 
"correct" or "undo" those that oc-
cur first when they do not pro~de 
enough diagnostic information. Sim-
ilar to Griffeth's (1999) argument 
that novelty triggers sensen1aking, \Ve 
argue that the novelly of situations in-
voh~ng other indi,~duals is likely to 
require more diagnostic information 
than what is available within oneself 
(Gilbert et a!., 1995). Therefore, 
other-referent comparisons will be 
sought out and used for sensemaking. 
A recent study by Ho and Levesque 
(2005) supports our argument and 
demonstrated that other-referents do 
indeed influence PC evaluations. In 
this study, a variety of other-referents 
influenced PC fulfillment percep-
tions for job-related and organiza-
tion-wide promises. In the example 
above, although a self-referent com-
parison may occur, it is insufficient to 
trigger PC evaluation. Evaluation oc-
curs when new information is ob-
tained from others during training 
that leads to job task changes. We 
cannot say for certain that self-refer-
ent comparisons do not occur; how-
ever, they may occur so quickly as to 
be unconsciously made or may be 
clone so much out of habit that little 
notice is taken of them. From these 
arguments, we propose the following: 
Hypothesis 2a: Triggers involving other individ~ 
uals are positively associated with other~referen.t 
comparison. 
Similar to theoretical arguments 
for self-referent comparisons, we as-
sert that as other-referent compari-
sons increase, PC evaluations also in-
crease. To illustrate, consider the 
circumstances of the trigger event of 
a new co-worker being hired. It seems 
natural for us to discuss the work sit-
uation with our new colleague as we 
observe or even explain job tasks and 
responsibilities to our new colleague. 
Such discussions likely trigger com-
parisons between our own work situ-
ation and that of our new colleague, 
which logically lead to considerations 
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of promises made by the organization 
relative to our own employment con-
tract. An example of the thought pro-
cess might be: "I see Mary being 
given the X'YZ account. I've spent the 
past three months working to build a 
relationship with their firm represen-
tative, and she's getting the account 
instead (an other-referent compari-
son). I was told that this account 
would be awarded to the person who 
could sell them on our products and 
services (PC evaluation) and now she 
is being given the account" (percep-
tions of breach). This perceived in-
justice occurred following an other-
referent comparison and evaluation 
of the PC. Based on this argument, we 
propose that: 
1-~)•pothe.sis 2b: Other-referent comjmrisrms are 
positively associated with PC evaluation. 
Structural Triggers 
Prior research has examined sev-
eral environmental elements that are 
thought to be "structural signals" 
useful for triggeiing additional infor-
mational needs of employees as they 
evaluate their PCs. These structural 
mechanisms can be contract makers 
in that the systems themselves convey 
information about commitments and 
the intentions of the organization 
(Rousseau, 1995). Examples of such 
secondary contract makers include, 
but are not limited to, human re-
sources (HR) policies (e.g., educa-
tional support, changes in job roles), 
organizational goal-setting activities, 
and mission statements. Because they 
cannot be unambiguously linked to 
oneself or to any specific person, we 
propose that these activities directly 
trigger PC evaluation. 
We distinguish these types of trig-
gers from the previously discussed 
triggers because they are part of the 
infrastructure of the organization 
(Rousseau, 1995). Other common or-
ganization events include organiza-
tional turnover in staff, industry 
strength projections, and announce-
ments of employee promotions. As an 
outgrowth of typical organizational 
processes, self-referent or other-ref-
erent comparisons may be inade-
quate to reduce the uncertainty as-
sociated with these activities since the 
events are rarely linked to a specific 
individual. Therefore, we propose 
that these triggers lead directly to PC 
evaluations with the organization as a 
whole. To illustrate, employees at one 
airline might hear news of a union 
strike at another airline and begin 
considering the industry impact of 
this news on their own upcoming un-
ion negotiations. Thus, the influence 
of this industry-level news-which in-
volves no compaiison with individu-
als-may directly trigger considera-
tion of promises made by the 
organization relative to the upcom-
ing contract negotiations. 
Similarly, tension over one's job 
roles may result from reading an up-
elated job description and comparing 
it to the prior job description. In this 
situation, comparisons with a co-
worker may provide little diagnostic 
information, particularly if the co-
worker is experiencing the same shift 
in job roles. Uncertainty resulting 
from discrepancies between the two 
documents is likely to trigger the eval-
uation of promises made by the or-
ganization and, in this case, percep-
tions of PC breach. For example, 
"When I was hired, my job clesciip-
tion never included driving to our 
other location for mail pick-up. Now, 
they're making me use my own car to 
drive over there! That isn't what I bar-
gained for when I took this job!" In 
this case, the discrepancy triggered by 
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considering prior chiLies with revised 
duties leads directly LO PC e\'aluation. 
Jhj)(l//u•si.'i 3: Triggtrs invoh1ing strwtu m! art iF-
it in 1m' jJOsilitw~v rts.wrial1'd with PC ctla/uation. 
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT 
EVALUATION AND BREACH 
Following PC evaluation, determi-
nations of con tract fulfillment or 
breach are made. Psychological con-
tract breach is defined as an em-
ployee's perception of the organiza-
tion's failure to meet one or more of 
its obligations (Morrison and Robin-
son, 1997). The discussions above il-
lustrate that once these thoughts are 
brought into the conscious mind, in-
dividuals use them to make sense of 
their surroundings (Louis and Sut-
ton, 1991). Our existing mental sche-
mas identify for us the salient ele-
ments of a situation that link directly 
to perceptual processes and out-
comes in organizations (Elsbach et al., 
2005). Weick and his colleagues sug-
gest that "action is always just a tiny 
bit ahead of cognition" (2005: 419). 
Accordingly, we argue that when our 
cognitions catch up to the actions 
triggered by the environmental 
events described above, employees 
are likely to become even more vigi-
lant in monitoring fulfillment of their 
PCs. And, increased employee vigi-
lance leads to more perceptions of PC 
breach (Morrison and Robinson, 
1997). We acknowledge that not all 
PC evaluations lead to perceptions of 
breach. In fact, any number of indi-
vidual differences (e.g., equity sensi-
tivity, social comparison orientation) 
and situational factors influence PC 
breach perceptions (Gibbons and 
Buunk, 1999; Kickul and Lester, 
2001; Morrison and Robinson, 1997). 
However, prior research suggests that 
PC breach is commonplace (Rous-
seau, 1995). Accordingly, logic sug-
gests that increased PC evaluation 
likely results in increased perceptions 
of breach. Therefore, we propose 
that: 
Hypothesis -1: PC t'1..taluafions arl' associated with 
breach, surh that as individuals cngagt! in more 
PC rvaluations, flu:\' n'jJOrt mom jJerreptimls 1!/ 
brmrh. 
METHOD 
Pilot Study 
In order to measure the broad trig-
gers derived from Rousseau ( 1995), 
graduate students from a midwestern 
university were asked to identiJy 
things that prompted them to think 
about the relationship with their em-
ployer. A brief explanation that the 
employment relationship is viewed as 
an exchange between employees and 
employers was offered to orient the 
students to the topic. All students 
were part-time MBA students, em-
ployed in a variety of professional-
level positions. Participation was vol-
untary, and no inducements for 
participating in the study were pro-
vided. Of the 73 students responding, 
the average age was 28.9 years old, 
and average work experience was 4.2 
years (range: six months to 16 years). 
The responses yielded a list of 14 ac-
tivities: performance reviews, human 
resource policy changes, receiving a 
promotion, changes in job duties, 
personal goal-setting activities, others 
getting an organizational reward that 
you wanted, turnover in staff, unclear 
job roles, organizational goal-setting 
activities, new hires entering the or-
ganization, discussions with people at 
other firms, attendance at profes-
sional meetings, attendance at train-
ing sessions, and promotions of co-
workers. 
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As pan of another study, the 14 
iten1s above were also exan1ined to 
determine the general importance of 
these events to indi,~duals and to 
identify additional triggers. A conven-
ience sample of 33 indi~duals known 
to the first author from a variety of 
activities were contacted. All held full-
time, professional positions, and were 
employed across a variety of disci-
plines. Indi~duals were asked to se-
lect items perceived to be personally 
salient and to rank them in order of 
importance. Items were allowed to be 
omitted and space was pro~ded for 
other triggers to be added. All 14 
items were selected (i.e., none were 
omitted), and two additional trig-
gers-educational support and 
strength of the industry-were new 
items added to the list. 
Further analyses were conducted 
on the items to learn more about 
their content and construct dimen-
sionality. First, a Q-sort was con-
ducted with three academic col-
leagues with a specialization in 
organizational beha~or and a famil-
iarity with social comparison theory. 
After a brief explanation of Good-
man's three referent categories (self, 
other and system-which we termed 
structural) and PC evaluations, indi-
~duals were given the 16 items and 
asked to sort them according to sim-
ilarities with these three categories 
(Anderson and Gerbing, 1991) 
within an employment context. The 
few discrepancies that arose were dis-
cussed and resolved by mutual agree-
ment. Consistency between the par-
ties suggested alignment along the 
existing theoretical dimensions of 
triggers invol~ng oneself, triggers in-
vol~ng other indi~duals, and struc-
tural triggers. Additional post hoc tests 
(discussed later in the article) also ex-
amined the relationship between 
each distinct item and other vana-
bles. 
In order to empirically test the re-
sults of the Q-sort, l ,000 surveys were 
randomly mailed to the alumni grad-
uating from a large southeastern uni-
versity between 1970 and 2000. A to-
tal of 202 surveys were completed and 
returned (a 23% response rate). Of 
the participants, 36% were female, 
96% were White, and the average age 
of all participants was 42.6 years. Par-
ticipants' average tenure with their 
current employer was 11.8 years, with 
133 participants holding bachelor's 
degrees and 69 holding master's de-
grees. A listwise deletion of missing 
data resulted in a usable sample of 
198. 
Using SAS version 8 for all statisti-
cal analyses, we first conducted an ex-
ploratory factor analysis (EFA) sug-
gesting a three-factor model, which 
was consistent with the three-factor 
structure from the Q-sort above. We 
inspected the scale for potentially 
problematic items and found that six 
items cross-loaded onto multiple fac-
tors (e.g., they had factor loadings of 
.30 or higher on more than one fac-
tor). Moreover, one item loaded onto 
a conceptually inconsistent factor. Af-
ter dropping these seven items, the 
resulting scale was nine items, with 
three items for each of the three trig-
ger categories (see Table 1 for scale 
items and their corresponding factor 
loadings). 
We then examined the trigger scale 
~a a confirmatory factor analysis, 
specifying a three-factor structure 
consistent with results from the ex-
ploratory factor analysis and the pilot 
study Q-sort. Several goodness-of-fit 
indices were used to assess the overall 
fit of the proposed measurement and 
path models: the Comparative Fit In-
dex (CFI; Bentler, 1990), the Tucker-
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Table I. Study Measurement Scales with Factor Loadings 
- Referent Choice Trigger Scale Hems Factor Loading 
ScU-rrigger Facror 
Pcrfonnnnce reviev ... ·s _cause me to think about my employmem relationship. .69/.73 
Receiving a promotion_ causes me to think about my employment relationship. .76/.76 
Changes in my job duties _cause me to think about my employment relationship. .781.78 
Otflt'r-tl'igger Facror 
New people entering the organization _cause me to think about my employment relationship. .71/.77 
Oiscu.':lsions with people at other finns_cause me to think about my employment relationship. .70/.78 
Attendance at training sessions causes nle to think about my employment relationship. .70/.74 
Strw.:wral-Iriggl!r Factor 
Receiving educational support_ causes me to think about my employment relationship. .66/.68 
Tumover in staff_ cnuses me to think about my employment relationship. .83/.81 
Having unclear job roles_ causes me to think ubout my employment relationship. .75/.73 
Referent Comparison Scale Items* Factor Loading 
Sdf-refenmt Factor 
Things I have done in the past. .66 
Future goals and expectations I have for myself. .8-l 
What I consider to be an ideal situation for myself. .85 
My own past experience. .71 
Exp~ctations I have for myself in tile future. .87 
What I consider as the "best possible case scenario" for myself. .83 
Other-referem Factor 
Peers in other organizations. .83 
Peers in my own organization. .7-l 
Individuals in other organizations who have higher level jobs than me. .87 
Individuals in my own organization who have higher level jobs than me. .90 
Individuals in other organizations who have lower level jobs than me. .87 
Individuals in my own organization who have lower level jobs tlum me. .87 
Psychological Contract Evaluation Scale Items* Factor Loading 
Policies/practices described to me when I was hired and what has actually happened. .82 
Actual policies/practices and what I expect policies/practices to be in the future. .88 
Actual policies/practices and what I consider to be the ideal best practices in the industry. .89 
Actual policies/practices and policies/practices promised to me in the past. .84 
Actual policies/practices and organizational goals for future policies/practices. .87 
Actual policies/practices and what I consider to be the ideal policies/practices for the company. .81 
*Stem for all items: "Regarding my job as a whole, I consider it usefid to make comparisons based 011 •••• " 
Note: For the Referent Choice Trigger Scale, loadings before the slash are from the pilot study, after the slash are 
for the primary study. lrems rejlect the final scale. Deleted items include: HR policy changes, personal goal-selling 
activities, co-worker gelling an organizational reward you wanted, organizational goal-setting activities, attendance 
at professional meetings, promotions of co-workers, and strength of the industry. 
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Lewis Index (TLI; Bentler and Bo-
nett, 1980), Akaike's Information 
Criterion (AIC; Alzaike, 1987), the 
Bayesian Criterion (BIC), and the 
Root Mean Squared Error of Approx-
imation (Rtv1SEA). The three factor-
structure that included all of the 
items (including the cross-loading 
items) provided poor fit to the data 
from this sample (x' = 299.00, elf = 
62; CFI = .81; TLI = .76; RMSEA = 
.14). We re-tested the model after 
dropping the problematic items as in-
dicated by the EF A. This three factor-
structure provided better fit to the 
data from this sample (X'= 46.41, elf 
= 24; CFI = .97; TLI = .95; Rtv1SEA 
= .069). The new scale with three fac-
tors also provided a better fit to the 
data than a unidimensional model. 
Primary Study Participants and 
Procedure 
A second study was conducted with 
the assistance of undergraduate man-
agement students as part of a re-
search assignment at a large southern 
university. During a class meeting, 
the instructor discussed the role of re-
search in organizations and provided 
a basic overview of research methods. 
Then, as part of the assignment, stu-
dents collected measures from three 
individuals who were working full-
time during the semester. To ensure 
that the surveys were indeed com-
pleted by individuals who held full-
time positions, we randomly selected 
30 percent of the surveys and directly 
contacted the participants to verify 
their participation. Of those con-
tacted, all participants verified that 
they had completed the survey. This 
method of survey collection has been 
effectively used by field researchers to 
gain access to survey data from work-
ing adults (Ferris et al., 2005; Kolodin-
sky et al., 2004). 
The project resulted in a sample of 
408 working adults (i.e., not a student 
sample). Of those reporting demo-
graphic information, 75% were fe-
male, 75% were vVhite, and the mean 
age was 38.99 years. The average ten-
ure with the organization was 7.84 
years. In terms of education, 113 par-
ticipants reported holding a bache-
lor's degree and 53 participants re-
ported holding a master's degree. A 
wide variety of industries were repre-
sented (e.g., education, health care, 
banking/financial services, govern-
ment, manufacturing, retail, telecom-
munications). A listwise deletion of 
missing data resulted in a usable sam-
ple of 395. 
Measures 
T1·iggers. The 16 triggers from the 
pilot study were measured with the 
current sample using a five-point 
scale that asked individuals the fol-
lowing: "Indicate on a scale of 1 
(never) to 5 (always) how frequently 
each of the following statements 
makes you think about the relation-
ship between you and your company 
(i.e., your employment relation-
ship)." Cross-loading issues similar to 
those in the pilot study were again en-
countered, suggesting that they were 
not idiosyncratic to the pilot study 
sample. As a result, those seven items 
were dropped from this study (see Ta-
ble l and Note for factor loadings and 
dropped items). With the nine re-
maining items, we calculated the total 
frequency of the triggers for each fac-
tor by summing the items (three for 
each factor). Higher numbers repre-
sent greater frequency than lesser 
numbers. 
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Referent Comparison. To measure 
self-referent and other-referent com-
parisons, we adapted an existing ref-
erent comparison scale (O'Neill, 
2000). The original scale was devel-
oped from theoretical concepts out-
lined by Kulik and Ambrose (1992). 
Original scale items that were confus-
ing or ambiguous were refined, and 
we added new items examining tem-
poral dimensions of self-referents 
and upward/ downward other-refer-
ent comparisons thought to be an im-
portant source of comparative infor-
mation (Blanton et al., 1999; Gibbons 
et al., 2002; Kulik and Ambrose, 1992; 
Masters and Keil, 1987; Wood, 1989). 
Using a seven-point frequency scale 
( 1 = never, 2 = ·a few times a year, 3 
= once a month, 4 = a few times a 
month, 5 = once a week, 6 = a few 
times a week, 7 =several times a day), 
12 items measured self-referent and 
other-referent comparisons (six items 
per referent type; see Table 1). Self-
referent items consisted of two items 
per temporal dimension (past, pres-
ent, and an ideal situation; six total 
items) as recommended in prior re-
search (Kulik and Ambrose, 1992; 
Levine and Moreland, 1987; Masters 
and Keil, 1987; Oldham et al., 1986). 
The following introduction was pro-
vided: "Regarding my job as a whole, 
I consider it useful to make com par-
isons based on the following." Item 
examples included (1) "What I con-
sider as the 'best possible case sce-
nario' for myself" (an ideal self-ref-
erent comparison), (2) "things I have 
done in the past" (a past self-referent 
comparison), and (3) "future goals 
and expectations I have for myself' 
(a present self-referent comparison). 
The job "as a whole" was highlighted 
to ascertain the referents regularly re-
lied on, rather than those used more 
sporadically. This was clone because 
prior research suggested that refer-
ent comparisons tend to be stable 
over a long period of time (e.g., 24 
months; for a discussion, see Stepina 
anc!Perrewe, 1991). 
For other-referents, three items 
measured participants' inclination to 
make upward, downward and peer-
level comparisons that are proximally 
available in the workplace (Shah, 
1998; Wood, 1989). An example in-
cludes, "Regarding my job as a whole, 
I consider it useful to make compar-
isons based on individuals in my own 
organization who have higher-
(lower-) level jobs than me." And, be-
cause comparisons are not limited to 
those in one's own organization (Ku-
lik and Ambrose, 1992; Scholl et al., 
1987), three items also measured par-
ticipants' inclination to engage in up-
ward, downward and peer-level com-
parisons with individuals external to 
their organization. Examples include: 
"Regarding my job as a whole, I con-
sider it useful to make comparisons 
based on individuals in other organ-
izations who have higher- (lower-) 
level jobs than me." For each subs-
calc, item responses were summed 
and then averaged. 
Psychological Contract Evaluation. 
Using theory from Goodman's con-
ceptualization of system-referents 
(1974), we developed a scale that cap-
tured comparisons made between 
perceived promises relative to poli-
cies and practices made at the time of 
hire, those made generally in the 
past, and promises relative to the fu-
ture (see Table 1). The same seven-
point frequency scale used above was 
used here. The questions incluclecl: 
"Regarding my job as a whole, I con-
sider it useful to make comparisons 
based on: (1) policies/practices de-
scribed to me when I was hired and 
what has actually happened, (2) ac-
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tual policies/ practices and what I ex-
pect policies/ practices to be in the fu-
ture, (3) actual policies/practices 
and what I consider to be the ideal 
best practices in the industry, ( 4) ac-
tual policies/ practices and policies/ 
practices promised to me in the past, 
(5) actual policies/practices and or-
ganizational goals for future policies/ 
practices, and (6) actual policies/ 
practices and what I consider to be 
the ideal policies/ practices for the 
company." Item responses were 
summed and averaged to obtain the 
frequency of individuals' PC evalua-
tions. 
Psychological Contract Breach. Psy-
chological contract breach was meas-
ured using a modified version of Rob-
inson's (1996) scale assessing PC 
obligations. Participants indicated 
the extent to which they believed 
their current employers had fulfilled 
their obligations along the following 
dimensions: job security, promotion 
and advancement, career develop-
ment, fair pay, pay raises, and benefit 
packages. Participants' level of per-
ceived obligation fulfillment was as-
sessed at decreasing levels ( 1 = 100%, 
2 = 75%, 3 = 50%, 4 = 25%, and 5 
= 0%) for each dimension. A higher 
score indicates a relatively higher de-
gree of PC breach than a lower score. 
Cronbach's alpha for this scale was 
.94, which is consistent with prior 
work. Item responses were summed 
and then averaged to obtain an over-
all perception of breach. 
Control Variables. Self-reported 
demographic data were collected on 
the following dimensions: age, gen-
der, race, educational level, and ten-
ure. Hierarchical multiple regression 
in which control variables were en-
terecl into the equation first, followed 
by the main effect variables was clone 
to rule out the possibility of any find-
ings being explained by demograph-
ics. There were no significant effects 
from any control variable.' Because of 
this, and due to the large number of 
indicator variables relative to the sam-
ple sizes, subsequent data analyses 
were conducted between only the 
main effect variables. 
RESULTS 
We examined the means, standard 
deviations, inter-item reliabilities, 
and correlations of all variables and 
found no unexpected relationships. 
These results and the Cronbach's al-
pha for each subscale are displayed in 
Table 2. To test the hypotheses of the 
study, structural equation modeling 
was performed using PROC CALIS in 
SAS version 8. Following Anderson 
and Gerbing's (1988) two-step pro-
cedure, we tested the measurement 
components of the model first and 
then tested the structural (path) com-
ponents of the model. They recom-
mend this method due to the practi-
cal difficulties in obtaining large 
enough samples to test the measure-
ment and path models simultane-
ously, resulting in underestimation of 
fit of an overall structural model. 
Goodness of Fit of Proposed 
Measurement Models 
Triggers. Pearson correlations be-
tween items for each subscale were 
larger than correlations between 
items across subscales, demonstrating 
convergent validity (Anderson and 
Gerbing, 1988). We subjected the 
trigger scale to a confirmatory factor 
1 Regression results available from the first author upon request. 
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Table 2. Scale Means, Standard Deviations, Internal Consistency Estimates, and Interscale Correlations 
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analysis, utilizing the three factors 
from Goodman's typology and de-
rived from the pilot study. The pro-
posed three-factor model provided a 
good fit to the data. Moreover, the 
factor loadings from the sample were 
highly similar to those from the pilot 
test and were within acceptable 
ranges (.66 to .83, and .68 to .81 in 
the pilot study and present study, re-
spectively; see Table l). 
Referent Comparison. We examined 
the referent comparison scale via a 
confirmatory factor analysis, specify-
ing a two-factor (self-referent vs. 
other-referent) structure consistent 
with the theoretical structure that 
guided the scale development. The 
two-factor structure provided accept-
able fit to the data, and also provided 
a better fit to the data than a unidi-
mensional model, and fell within ac-
ceptable ranges (.66 to .87 and .74 to 
.90 for self-referent and other-refer-
ent subscales, respectively; see Table 
1). 
Psychological Contract Evaluation. 
Cronbach's alpha for the PC evalua-
tion scale was satisfactory at a value of 
.81. We also examined the scale via a 
confirmatory factor analysis specify-
ing a one-factor structure. The one-
factor structure provided acceptable 
fit to the data (x2 = 11. 71, elf = 9; 
CFI = .98; TLI = .98; RMSEA = 
.042), and the factor loadings fell 
within an acceptable range (.82 to 
.89; see Table 1). 
Goodness of Fit of Proposed Path 
Model and Altematives 
Because of the reasonable fit of the 
proposed measurement models, we 
proceeded to test the fit of the path 
model (see Figure I). This model 
yielded an acceptable degree of fit to 
the data (see Table 3 below). Because 
of the proposed mediation e!Iects 
(referent choice mediating the rela-
tionship between social comparison 
triggers and PC evaluation), we fol-
lowed procedures outlined by Cole 
and Maxwell (2003; see also Baron 
and Kenny, 1986) and tested a satu-
rated model with all direct and indi-
rect paths included and systematically 
removed paths that were not signifi-
cant. We found that paths outside of 
the proposed model were not signif-
icant and did not contribute to the fit 
of the model to the data, providing 
support for our proposed model. 
To test for the possibility that other 
structural models might provide rea-
sonable fit and to rule out alternative 
explanations, particularly given the 
cross-sectional nature of the data, we 
tested several alternative models de-
rived from PC literature and dis-
cussed earlier in the article. The first 
two alternative models tested nested 
versions of our proposed model. The 
first alternative we tested (Alternative 
l in Table 3) examined whether self-
referent or other-referent compari-
sons lead directly to breach (with 
breach as a conceptual proxy for in-
justice perceptions) without the me-
diating effect of PC evaluation. This 
model retained the links between ref-
erent triggers and their associated 
comparisons, and is derived from the 
study discussed earlier that showed 
the influence of referents on percep-
tions of justice (Lamertz, 2002). Al-
though the study did not specifically 
examine PC breach, other-referent 
comparisons led to perceptions of un-
fairness. We also tested a model that 
completely excluded links from self-
referent and other-referent compari-
son to PC evaluation and links with 
PC breach (dropping the Hlb and 
H2b links in Figure I), while main-
taining the link between triggers in-
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volving oneself and self-referent com-
parison and the link between triggers 
involving others and other-referent 
comparison (see Alternative 2 in Ta-
ble 3). This model assumes that self-
referent and other-referent compari-
son are independent outcomes of the 
tliggers, and do not necessarily lead 
one to think about his or her PC. As 
indicated by the fit statistics in Table 
3, neither Alternative 1 nor Alterna-
tive 2 provided a better fit than our 
proposed model. 
In their conceptual model of PC vi-
olation, Morrison and Robinson 
( 1997) proposed that social compar-
isons occur after a perceived unmet 
promise is realized, which presumes 
that the PC has already been evalu-
ated. A;; such, we tested a model (Al-
ternative 3 in Table 3) with links from 
each of the three types of triggers to 
PC evaluation, links from PC evalua-
tion to both self- and other-referent 
comparison and, finally, links from 
self- and other-referent comparison 
to breach. Effectively, this model ar-
gues that the triggers lead to PC eval-
uation, which leads to social compar-
ison, which leads to perceived breach. 
This contrasts with our proposed 
model, in which we argue that social 
comparisons are needed in order to 
make sense of the information and 
are used in order to determine dis-
crepancies and evalua'te the prom-
ises. A;; indicated in Table 3, our pro-
posed model provided a better fit to 
the data than Alternative 3. 
Morrison and Robinson's (1997) 
theoretical model does not elaborate 
on different types of referent catego-
ries. However, other work suggests 
clear distinctions between referent 
categories (e.g., Goodman, 1977; Ku-
lik and Ambrose, 1992; Masters and 
Keil, 1987). To test a more parsimo-
nious version of our model, we com-
bined both referents into one cate-
gory (Alternative 4 in Table 3). Our 
proposed model once again prm~ded 
a better fit to the data. We also com-
bined the self- and other triggers into 
a single category of human triggers, 
since our triggers were originally de-
rived from Rousseau's (1995) work 
(Alternative 5 in Table 3). A;; indi-
cated in Table 3, our proposed model 
provided a better fit to the data. 
Next, we tested an alternative 
model in which each of the trigger 
items was allowed to load onto any or 
all of the comparison processes (self, 
other, or PC evaluation) (Alternative 
6 in Table 3). The rationale for this 
model was that the triggers might 
lead to multiple types of referent 
comparisons and accounts for the 
possibility that the triggers may not 
fall into the categories assigned by the 
Q-Sort. As indicated in Table 3, this 
model did not provide as good a fit 
to the data as did our predicted 
model. Taken together, alternative 
models 1-6 support our contention 
that different tliggers of social com-
parison provide distinct paths; for ex-
ample, the types of triggers associated 
with others may differ from the trig-
gers associated with oneself. 
One could also potentially argue 
that all tliggers necessitate a self-ref-
erent, such that anything that triggers 
social comparison first leads one to 
think about him/herself. As such, we 
tested a path leading from tliggers in-
volving others to self-referent com-
parisons and then to other-referent 
comparisons (Alternative 7 in Table 
3). A;; indicated in Table 3, our pro-
posed model provided a better fit to 
the data than this alternative. This 
supports our logic about self-refer-
ents being more automatic (and per-
haps more unconscious) in situations 
involving other individuals and that 
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other-referent comparisons may be 
more useful because other individu-
als entering the situation increases its 
novelty and uncertainty. 
Parameter Estimates 
Hypothesis 1 a proposed that trig-
gers involving oneself would be asso-
ciated >vith self-referent comparison; 
that relationship was positive and sig-
nificant (.38, p < .001). Therefore, 
hypothesis 1a was supported. In sup-
port of hypothesis 1b, self-referent 
comparison was also associated \vith 
PC evaluations. The relationship was 
both positive and significant, with a 
path coefficient of .24 (p < .01). As 
more self-referents are chosen, PC 
evaluations are also more prevalent. 
Hypothesis 2a proposed that trig-
gers involving other individuals are 
positively associated \vith social com-
parisons with other individuals. A sig-
nificant relationship was found, \vith 
a path coefficient of .52 (p < .001). 
Thus, hypothesis 2a was supported. 
Similarly, hypothesis 2b suggested 
that other-referent comparison is 
positively associated \vith PC evalua-
tions, and the relationship was also 
found to be significant (.12, p < .01), 
supporting hypothesis 2b. 
Hypothesis 3 proposed a direct and 
positive association for triggers in-
volving structural activities and PC 
evaluation. Such association was 
found to be significant, \vith a path 
coefficient of .53 (p < .001), sup-
porting hypothesis 3. 
Finally, hypothesis 4 proposed that 
PC evaluation is associated \vith 
breach, such that as more contract 
considerations were being made, in-
dividuals report more perceived 
breaches. This relationship was found 
to be positive and significant (.82, p 
< .001), supporting hypothesis 4. 
DISCUSSION 
Existing PC research has tended to 
focus primarily on outcomes related 
to contract breach. In this study, we 
sought to break new ground by ex-
amining antecedents thought to stim-
ulate comparative activity and sense-
making prior to the development of 
breach perceptions. By understand-
ing the sensemaking that underlies 
PC evaluation, managers may be able 
to devote attention towards more ef-
fectively managing the events that 
lead to perceptions of breach or bet-
ter capitalize on those events that are 
perceptually fulfilled in the minds of 
employees (e.g., through better over-
all communication). 
Theoretical Implications 
There are several theoretical impli-
cations of our work. First, we took a 
closer look at both social comparison 
and PC domains and discovered a 
theoretical overlap not yet consid-
ered in scholarly research. By capital-
izing on some theoretical similarities 
between system-referent comparisons 
and PCs, we were able to tease out 
how individuals might use this type of 
comparison in evaluating their PCs 
prior to developing fulfillment per-
ceptions. These commonalities have 
enabled us to integrate and advance 
knowledge in both the social compar-
ison and PC literatures. 
Second, our results suggest that in-
dividuals report more breach percep-
tions when evaluation of the contract 
takes place. While on the surface this 
may not seem to be a strikingly new 
theoretical development, what is new 
is the discovery that social compari-
sons are a sensemaking mechanism 
for evaluating PCs. By examining 
three different comparisons-past 
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Jromises with the present, current 
:Jromises relative to the future, and 
current prOimses relatrve to some 
ideal-we are able to draw finer dis-
tinctions between the cognitive proc-
esses involved in this type of evalua-
tive comparison. Although items were 
summed and averaged to create an 
overall scale for purposes of examin-
ing our hypotheses, post hoc analyses 
revealed that response frequencies 
were relatively consistent across the 
different categories, with all three 
types of evaluations taking place. This 
provides preliminary evidence that a 
variety of comparisons are involved 
when individuals evaluate their PCs. 
Another theoretical contribution 
of our study is the identification of 
common organizational situations 
that may trigger PC evaluation. Al-
though studies have historically 
tended to focus on outcomes associ-
ated with breach, we examined events 
that indirectly influence judgments 
of the employment relationship prior 
to evaluations of PC fulfillment. We 
also examined several situations that 
prompt individuals to utilize not only 
comparisons with others, but also in-
ternal standards (via self-referents) 
when thinking about employment 
promises. Although other individuals 
are commonly used as comparative 
standards (Kulik and Ambrose, 
1992), self-referents are more proxi-
mal, accessible and useful (Greller 
and Herold, 1975; Shah, 1998). Our 
results demonstrate that both self-
and other-referents are important 
comparisons. 
Lastly, our study adds one more di-
mension to the examination of PCs 
by examining the antecedent proc-
esses involved in PC evaluation. Prior 
research has shown that a close fit be-
tween applicant/new employee val-
ues and the values of the organization 
result in greater job satisfaction and 
fewer turnover intentions (Cable and 
Judge, 1996). Here, firm values were 
conveyed to applicants by staff re-
cruiters who became contract makers 
for their organization, influencing 
key outcomes of satisfaction and turn-
over. Although the authors did not 
specifically examine PCs, subsequent 
work demonstrates the link between 
perceptions of PC breach, satisfac-
tion, and turnover (Cavanaugh and 
Noe, 1999). Taken together, combin-
ing our work on antecedent processes 
with existing work related to out-
comes provides an overall richer pic-
ture of the nature of PCs. 
Practical Implications 
There are also several practical im-
plications to be drawn from our work. 
PC promises are not limited solely to 
comparisons between promises made 
at the time of hire and present con-
ditions. Instead, PC evaluation fre-
quencies illustrate that employees en-
gage in comparisons throughout 
their employment. For example, an-
nual benefit changes are frequently 
driven by current market forces and 
occasionally result in extraordinary 
premium increases for employers. 
Such situations set the stage for per-
ceptions of breach when employees 
are asked to contribute more toward 
these benefits. This scenario illus-
trates perceived promises made in 
the past being compared to the fu-
ture, and applies to all employees, not 
just newcomers. Here, management 
needs to actively manage breach per-
ceptions not only witl1 realistic job 
previews at the time of hire, but in an 
ongoing manner with regular em-
ployees, including managers, since 
they themselves are not immune 
from evaluating their PCs. 
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Recent research suggests that: when 
employees perceive their organiza-
tion to be supportive, they exhibit 
. more citizenship behaviors towards 
the organization (Kaufman et al., 
2001). However, such behaviors may 
be declining as a result of employees 
feeling more overworked and an in-
crease in the use of contingent work-
ers (McLean Parks and Kidder, 
1994). Understanding the trigger 
events most likely to lead to both pos-
itive and negative perceptions of pro-
cedural and interactional justice can 
provide managers a vehicle for focus-
ing their efforts on effectively man-
aging the events most salient to em-
ployees (Rupp and Cropanzano, 
2002) and redirecting efforts towards 
addressing fairness issues that can 
lead to the loss of valuable talent. Be-
yond selection of a self-referent or 
other-referent, our study also sug-
gests that a category of structural trig-
gers is associated with PC evaluation. 
Specifically, the more frequently trig-
ger events occur, the more frequently 
individuals are evaluating their PC. 
With the ongoing increase in layoffs 
and the uncertainty that often 
plagues organizational survivors, the 
firm benefits from acquisitions/ 
mergers can lead to less cooperation 
and more competition between em-
ployees, less productivity and a host 
of negative psychological outcomes 
(Mone, 1997). The implications of 
such increases in contract breach per-
ceptions should not be minimized, 
since continuing breach perceptions 
erode employee trust and reduce 
contributions to the firm (DeMeuse 
et al., 2001; Robinson, 1996). How-
ever, not all comparison activities re-
sult in perceptions of breach. Indeed, 
as indicated by the moderate mean 
reported for PC breach by participa-
tions in this study (fl. = 2.46), some 
events may lead to favorable PC eval-
uations. Although a complete exami-
nation of the effects of individual trig-
gers on perceptions of PC fulfillment 
is beyond the scope of this study, trig-
ger events such as attending training 
sessions, or discussions with indh~d­
uals at other firms, particularly if fa-
cilitated by the organization, may ac-
tually decrease breach perceptions. 
Management can mitigate potential 
breach perceptions by focusing on 
procedures and processes that are 
viewed as fair by most employees 
(K.ickul, 2001) and more actively pro-
mote trigger events that are viewed fa-
vorably by employees. Such positive 
evaluations, then, are likely to con-
tribute towards the development of 
positive cognitive schemas that influ-
ence subsequent PCs (Morrison and 
Robinson, 1997; Weick et al., 2005). 
Study Limitations and Directions for 
Future Research 
As with any study, there are limita-
tions to our work and the results 
should be interpreted with caution. 
The first limitation concerns the na-
ture of the sample for the primary 
study. Individuals were from multiple 
organizations in multiple industries, 
and the potential for confounding el-
ements due to responses from indi-
viduals at different firms and indus-
tries must be noted. In order to 
capture a broader range of variation 
in this sample, we were unable to con-
trol for size of the organization, in-
dustry differences and a variety of em-
ployment practices that might 
influence individual attitudes. How-
ever, the triggers and referent 
choices examined in this study are 
commonly found in most organiza-
tions. 
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Another limitation is that the list of 
triggers is a preliminary attempt to 
identify common workplace events 
triggering PC evaluation and it is not 
intended to be exhaustive. There-
fore, this study is not intended to be 
a rigorous validation study. Using 
Rousseau's ( 1995) work as a starting 
point, we began the process of explor-
ing activities or events thought to be 
common antecedents of PC evalua-
tion. Therefore, in addition to repli-
cating our study, future empirical work 
should seek to expand on the current 
list of trigger events to augment our 
initial list. And, as theoretical devel-
opment of a measure of uiggers pro-
aresses, content and construct valida-
" tion of a u·igger scale is warranted. 
Next, our study design was cross-
sectional in nature, and considerable 
literature on referent selection has 
noted the utility of conducting lon-
gitudinal studies. Although a study by 
Stepina and Perrewe (1991) showed 
that referent choices tended to be sta-
ble over a 24-month period of time, 
recent work suggests that other-ref-
erent choices are contingent on the 
domain of PC promises being evalu-
ated and the nature of employees' 
networks (Ho and Levesque, 2005). 
That study, however, did not explore 
the nature of self-referents. Perhaps 
individuals use self-referents to make 
sense of routine job duty changes 
while selection of an other-referent 
may be more useful for evaluating 
complex job changes that exceed 
available self-referent information. 
Another potential limitation in the 
present study is common methods 
bias. The risks and potential common-
methods bias associated with a single 
survey method were intended to be 
offset by gaining access to sensitive in-
formation from employees in a field 
setting. Although lack of experimen-
tal control is another limitation not 
to be ignored, an important benefit 
associated with using a field setting is 
access to a tnore realistic scenario 
from which to generalize about atti-
tudes and behaviors in the workplace. 
Nonetheless, to test for the possibility 
that common method bias might be 
unduly influencing the data, we con-
ducted Harman's single-factor test 
(for a discussion, see Podsakoff et at., 
2003); it provided support for the no-
tion that common method bias is not 
a c1itical influence on the relation-
ships between the variables. There 
are additional implications and rec-
ommendations to be noted. Al-
though we sought to examine a one-
way relationship with self-referents 
and other-referents leading to con-
tract evaluation, there is nothing to 
suggest that the relationships may not 
be bi-directional, particularly given 
the ongoing nature of PC evaluation. 
Future studies might specifically in-
vestigate the relationship between 
self-referents and other-referents, 
since correlations from the data 
herein demonstrate a moderately 
strong, positive association between 
self-referent and other-referent com-
parisons (r = .45, p < .01). Despite 
acceptable statistics, the referent 
choice scale used herein is still rela-
tively new and should be subjected to 
additional scale validation in future 
empirical studies. 
Finally, recent work has suggested 
that individual differences may have 
a role in influencing social compari-
sons and PCs. For example, Blanton 
and colleagues ( 1999) suggest that so-
cial comparison orientation and self-
efficacy are complementary con-
structs. And, individual differences in 
equity sensitivity are also thought to 
influence perceptions of PC breach 
(Kickul and Lester, 2001). Accord-
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ingly, future studies might examine 
whether these or other indi\~dual di-
mensions influence referent compar-
isons differently, or whether they in-
fluence how individuals notice 
various trigger events. Based on the 
present study, such advances may be 
beneficial in attempting to under-
stand and better predict indi,~dual 
variations in PC perceptions. 
References 
Al<aike, H. 1987. "Factor Analysis and AJC." Psychometriha 52: 317-332. 
Anderson,]. C. and D. W. Gerbing. 1991. "Predicting the Performance of Meas-
ures in a Confirmatory Factor Analysis with a Pretest Assessment of Their 
Substantive Validities." joumal of Applied Psychology 76 (5): 732-740. 
___ and . 1988. "Structural Equation Modeling in Practice: ARe-
view and Recommended Two-step Approach." Psychological Bulletin 103 (3): 
411-423. 
Anderson, N. and R. Schalk. 1998. "The Psychological Contract in Retrospect 
and Prospect." Joumal of Organizational Behavior 19 (S1): 637-64 7. 
Baron, R. M. and D. A. Kenny. 1986. "The Moderator-Mediator Distinction in 
Social Psychological Research: Conceptual, Strategic, and Statistical Consid-
erations." journal of Personality and Social Psychology 51 ( 6): 1173-1182. 
Bentler, P.M. 1990. "Comparative Fit Indexes in Structural Models." Psycholog-
ical Bulletin 107 (2): 238-246. 
___ and D. G. Bonett. 1980. "Significance Tests and Goodness of Fit in 
Analysis of Covariance Structures.'' Psychological Bulletin 88: 588-606. 
Blanton, H., B. P. Buunk, F. X. Gibbons and H. Kuyper. 1999. "When Better-
Than-Others Compare Upward: Choice of Comparison and Comparative Eval-
uation as Independent Predictors of Academic Performance." journal of Per-
sonality and Social Psychology 76 (3): 420-430. 
Cable, D. M. and T. A. Judge. 1996. "Person-Organization Fit, Job Choice De-
cisions, and Organizational Entry." Organizational Behavior and Human Decision 
Processes 67 (3): 294-311. 
Cavanaugh, M. A. and R. A. Noe. 1999. "Antecedents and Consequences of 
Relational Components of the New Psychological Contract.'' Joumal of Organ-
izational Behavior 20 ( 3): 323-340. 
Cole, D. A. and S. E. Maxwell. 2003. "Testing Mediational Models with Longi-
tudinal Data: Questions and Tips in the Use of Structural Equation Models.'' 
journal of Abnormal Psychology 112 (4): 558-577. 
Conway, N. and R. B. Briner. 2002. "A Daily Diary Study of Affective Responses 
to Psychological Contract Breach and Exceeded Promises." Journal of Organ-
izational Behavior23 (3): 287-302. 
Coyle-Shapiro,]. 2002. "A Psychological Contract Perspective on Organizational 
Citizenship Beha~or.'' journal of Organizational Behavior 23 (8): 927-946. 
De Meuse, K. P., T.]. Bergmann and S.W. Lester. 2001. "An Investigation of the 
Relational Component of the Psychological Contract Across Time, Genera-
tion, and Employment Status." Journal ofi\!Ianagerial Issues 13 (1): 102-118. 
JOURNAL OF fv!ANAGERIAL ISSUES Vol. XIX Number 2 Summer 2007 
INTEGRATING EMPLOYMENT CONTRACTS AND COMPARISONS 183 
Eisbach, K. D., P. S. Barr and A. B. Hargadon. 2005. "Identifying Situated Cog-
nition in Or." 01ganization Science 16 ( 4): '122-'135. 
ferris, G. R., D. C. Treadway, R. W. Kolodinsky, W. A. Hochwarter, C.J. K'lcmar, 
c. Douglas and D. D. Frink. 2005. "Development and Validation of the Polit-
ical Skill Inventory." journal ofj'vlanagement 31 (1): 126-152. 
festinger, L. 1957. A Themy of Cognitive Dissonance. Evanston, IL: Row and Peter-
son. 
---· 1954. "A Theory of Social Comparison Processes." Human Relations 7 
(2): 117-140. 
Gibbons, F. X. and B. P. Buunk. 1999. "Jndi1~dual Differences in Social Com-
parison: Development of a Scale of Social Comparison Orientation." journal 
of Pe~:sonality and Social Psychology 76 ( 1): 129-142. 
___ ,D. J. Lane, M. Gerrard, M. Reis-Bergan, C. L. Lautrup, N. A. Pexa and 
H. Blanton. 2002. "Comparison-level Preferences After Performance: Is 
Downward Comparison Theory Still Useful?" joumal of Personality and Social 
Ps1•chology 83 ( 4): 865-880. 
Gilbert, D. T., R. B. Giesler and K. A. Morris. 1995. "vVhen Comparisons Arise." 
joumal of Personality and Social Psychology 69 (2): 227-236. 
Goodman, P. S. 1977. "Social Comparison Processes in Organizations." Chapter 
in New Directions in Organizational Behavior. Eels. B. M. Staw and G. R. Salancik. 
Chicago, IL: St. Clair Press. pp. 97-132. 
---· 1974. "An Examination of Referents Used in the Evaluation of Pay." 
01ganizational Behavior and Human Pc~formance 12 (2): 170-195. 
Greller, M. M. and D. M. Herold. 1975. "Sources of Feedback: A Preliminary 
Investigation." 01ganizational Behavior and Human Performance 13 (2): 244-256. 
Griffeth, T. L. 1999. "Technology Features as Triggers for Sensemaking." Acad-
emy of j\!Janagement Review 24 (3): 472-488. 
Guest, D. E. 1998. "Is the Psychological Contract Worth Taking Seriously?" jour-
nal of 01ganizational Behavior 19 (S1): 649-664. 
Ho, V. T. and L. L. Levesque. 2005. "With a Little Help From My Friends (and 
Substitutes): Social Referents and Influence in Psychological Contract Fulfill-
ment." Organization Science 16 (3): 275-290. 
Hu, L. T. and P.M. Bentler. 1999. "Cutoff Criteria for Fit Indexes in Covariance 
Structure Analysis: Conventional Criteria Versus New Alternatives." Structural 
Equation i\!Iodeling 6 ( 1): 1-55. 
Kaufman, J. D., C. L. Stamper and P. E. Tesluk. 2001. "Do Supportive Organi-
zations Make for Good Corporate Citizens?" joumal of j\!Janagerial Issues 13 
(4): 436-449. 
Kickul,J. 2001. "When Organizations Break Their Promises: Employee Reactions 
to Unfair Processes and Treatment." joumal of Business Ethics 29 (4): 289-307. 
---and S. W. Lester. 2001. "Broken Promises: Equity Sensitivity as a Mod-
erator Between Psychological Contract Breach and Employee Attitudes and 
Behavior." journal of Business and Psychology 16 (2): 191-217. 
Kolodinsky, R. W., W. A. Hochwarter and G. R. Ferris. 2004. "Nonlinearity in 
the Relationship Between Political Skill and Work Outcomes: Convergent Ev-
idence from Three Studies.'' jou·rnal of Vocational Behavior 65 (2): 294-308. 
Kulik, C. T. and M. L. Ambrose. 1992. "Personal and Situational Determinants 
of Referent Comparison." Academy of j\!Janagement Review 17 (2): 212-237. 
JOURNAL OF MANAGERIAL ISSUES Vol. XIX Number 2 Summer 2007 
184 O'NEILL, HALBESLEBEN AND EDWARDS 
Lamertz, K. 2002. "The Social Construction of Fairness: Social Influence and 
Sense Making in Organizations.'' journal a] Organizational Behavior23 (1): 19-
37. 
Levine,]. M. and R. L. Moreland. 1987. "Social Comparison and Outcome Eval-
uation in Group Contexts." Chapter in Social Comparison, Social Justice, and 
Relative Deprivation: Theoretical, Emj;irical, and Policy Perspectives. Eels.]. C. Mas-
ters and W. P. Smith. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. pp. 105-
127. 
Lo, S. and S. Aryee. 2003. "Psychological Contract Breach in a Chinese Context: 
An Integrative Approach." journal of iVIanagement Studies 40 ( 4): 1005-1020. 
Louis, M. R. and R.I. Sutton. 1991. "Switching Cognitive Gears: From Habits of 
Mind to Active Thinking." Hu11zan I'& lations 44 ( 1): 55-76. 
Masters,]. C. and L.]. Keil. 1987. "Generic Comparison Processes in Human 
Judgment and Behavior." Chapter in Social ComJmrison, Social justice, and Rel-
ative Dej;rivation: 17zeoretical, Emphical, and Policy Perspectives. Eels.]. C. Masters 
and W. P. Smith. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc. pp. 11-54. 
McLean Parks,]. and D. L. Kiclcler. 1994. "Till Death us Do Part ... Changing 
Work Relationships in the 1990s." Chapter in Trends in Organizational Behavior. 
Eels. C. L. Cooper and D. M. Rousseau. New York, NY: John Wiley and Sons 
Ltd. pp. 112-133. 
Miller, V. D. and F. M.Jablin. 1991. "Information Seeking During Organizational 
Entry: Influences, Tactics, and a Model of the Process.'' Academy of Management 
Review 16 (1): 92-120. 
Mone, M.A. 1997. "How We Got Along After the Downsizing: Post-downsizing 
Trust as a Double-edged Sword." Public Administration Quarterly 21 (3): 309-
336. 
Morrison, E. W. and S. L. Robinson. 1997. "When Employees Feel Betrayed: A 
Model of How Psychological Contract Violation Develops." Academy of iVIan-
agement Review 22 ( 1): 226-256. 
Oldham, G. R., C. T. Kulik, !vi. L. Ambrose, L. P. Stepina and]. F. Brand. 1986. 
"Relations Between Job Facet Comparisons and Employee Reactions." Organ-
izational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 38 ( 1): 28-4 7. 
O'Neill, B. S. 2000. "A Contingency Approach to Referent Selection: A Model 
and Empirical Test." Dissertation Abstracts International 61 (11): 4459. (UMI 
No. 9994043). 
___ and M.A. lvlone. 2005. "Psychological Influences on Referent Choice." 
journal of 1\!Ianagerial Issues 17 (3): 273-292. 
Podsakoff, P.M., S. B. MacKenzie,]. Y. Lee and N. Podsakoff. 2003. "Common 
Method Biases in Behavioral Research: A Critical Review of the Literature and 
Recommended Remedies." joumal of Applied Psychology 88 (5): 879-903. 
Robinson, S. L. 1996. "Trust and Breach of the Psychological Contract." Admin-
istrative Science Quarterly 41 (4): 574-599. 
___ and E. W.lvlorrison. 2000. "The Development of Psychological Contract 
Breach and Violation: A Longitudinal Study.'' joumal of Organizational Behavior 
21 (5): 525-546. 
___ and D. !VI. Rousseau. 1994. "Violating the Psychological Contract: Not 
the Exception but the Norm." Journal of Organizational Behavior 15 (3): 245-
259. 
JOURNAL OF MANAGERIAL ISSUES Vol. XIX Number 2 Summer 2007 
-INTEGRATING EMPLOYMENT CONTRACTS AND COMPAJUSONS 185 
Rousseau, D. l\!L 1995, Psychological Contracts in Organizations: Understanding Writ-
ten and Unwritten Agreements, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 
___ , 1989. "Psychological and Implied Contracts in Organizations." Em-
ployee Responsibilities and Rights Journal2 (2): 121-139. 
Rupp, D. E. and R. Cropanzano. 2002. "The Mediating Effects of Social 
Exchange Relationships in Predicting Workplace Outcomes from Multifoci 
Organizational Justice." Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 
89 ( 1): 925-946. 
Salancik, G. R. and J. Pfeffer. 1978. "A Social Information Processing Approach 
to Job Attitudes and Task Design." Administrative Science Qumterly 23 (2): 224-
253. 
Scholl, R. W., E. A. Cooper and J. F. McKenna. 1987. "Referent Selection in 
Determining Equity Perceptions: Differential Effects on Behavioral and Atti-
tudinal Outcomes." Personnel Psychology 40 (1): 113-124. 
Shah, P. P. 1998. "Who are Employees' Social Referents? Using a Network Per-
spective to Determine Referent Others." Academy of l\!Janagement joumal 41 
(3): 249-268. 
Simons, T. and Q. Roberson. 2003. ''Why Managers Should Care About Fairness: 
The Effects of Aggregate Justice Perceptions on Organizational Outcomes." 
joumal of Applied Psychology 88 (3): 432-443. 
Starbuck, W. H. and F. J. Milliken. 1988. "Executives' Perceptual Filters: What 
They Notice and How They Make Sense." Chapter in The Executive Effect: Con-
cepts and l\!Iethods for Studying Top !VIanagers. Eel. D. Hambrick. Greenwich, CT: 
JAI Press. pp. 35-65. 
Stepina, L. P. and P. L. Perrewe. 1991. "The Stability of Comparative Referent 
Choice and Feelings of Inequity: A Longitudinal Field Study." Joumal of Or-
ganizational Behavior 12 (3): 185-200. 
Tumley, VV. H., lvi. C. Bolino, S. W Lester and] !VI. Bloodgood. 2003. "The Impact 
of Psychological Contract Fulfillment on the Performance of In-role and Or-
ganizational Citizenship Behaviors." journal of lvianagement 29 (2): 187-206. 
___ and D. C. Feldman. 1999. "A Discrepancy Model of Psychological Con-
tract Violations." Human Resource Management Review 9 (3): 367-386. 
Weick, K. E. 1995. Sensemahing in Organizations. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications. 
___ , K. M. Sutcliffe and D. Obstfeld. 2005. "Organizing and the Process of 
Sensemaking." Organization Science 16 (4): 409-421. 
Wood, J. V. 1989. "Theory and Research Concerning Social Comparisons of 
Personal Attributes." Psychological Bulletin 106 (2): 231-248. 
JOURNAL OF MANAGERIAL ISSUES Vol. XIX Number 2 Summer 2007 
